Reframing emotions
As argued in Chapter 1, the dominant framework through which emotions are currently understood in contemporary Western societies has been heavily informed by cognitive psychology and neuroscience (Fine 2010; Petersen 2004; Reddy 2001) . The development of a psychological understanding of emotions, through a Cartesian reading of the passions, has tended to emphasise that they are rooted within subjective, individual feelings. This has shaped academic attempts to study emotions as physiological reactions which happen to an individual body and which start in the brain. Through exploring emotions in this way, the inclination has been to contrast 'rational' with 'emotional' as distinct ways of seeing the world and precursors to different forms of individual action. This, therefore, marked a paradigm shift from seeing the passions as about the interconnection of bodies to a higher power, toward a mechanistic idea of autonomous individual control.
The influence of evolutionary perspectives, intertwined with this particular conception of emotions has led to ideas about mutually exclusive types of bodies with different capacities for such individual emotional experience. These are still pervasive today and popular media is often rife with stories about essential differences in women's capacity to nurture and empathise, in comparison with men's natural orientation toward competition and aggression. The popularity of books which reinforce such claims feed into public discourse about emotions and sexual difference and neuroscientific research has also argued that men's brains are more naturally able to separate emotions from their decision making due to the notion that they are not as 'controlled' by their bodies. This key difference between the sexes is largely attributed to men's and women's supposedly complementary, but mutually exclusive, relationship to reproduction as a result of their genetic makeup.
There are, however, severe methodological and analytical flaws in a great deal of this research and we should treat it with a good deal of scepticism. The tendency to overlook the far greater similarities between men and women's physiology has been compounded by contradictory studies which have shown incompatible types of brain activity but still drawn the same conclusions. Where researchers have looked to provide explanations of 'hardwired' differences there is, then, an a priori presumption of difference irrespective of the findings. More recent work has also stressed essential differences, despite actually indicating how these supposedly hardwired sex-differences vary with age. The attempt to prove natural emotional differences is therefore as much a politically motivated standpoint as the attempt to prove similarities.
The development of gender and sex-role perspectives have tended to show how capacities for experiencing and displaying emotion are not 'hardwired' but learned. As observed in Chapter 1, sex role theorists have pointed to differences in socialisation and to a distinction between biological sex and psychological gender. Social psychologists have also shown that men and women display emotions differently in different cultures; though they highlight that there may not be a difference in the capacity to experience the same emotions. As outlined in the introduction, such perspectives on gender have been important precisely because whilst they suggest that there may still be differences these are not innate.
Complicating this debate further, sociologically dramaturgical accounts have outlined how acceptable types of emotional expression are dependent on social norms. These are both culturally and contextually specific, indicating that we should not think in terms of whether individuals are more or less prone to certain emotions. In fact, differences in the way language helps to articulate concepts may mean that we understand emotions in entirely different ways depending on where we are raised and live in the world. This challenges the idea of 'primary' human emotions or that emotions themselves can be studied through 'objective' procedures in the first place; whether through fixed-response surveys or physiological measurement.
Extending the critique of Cartesian rationality
As noted in the introduction, thinking about emotions differently has significantly important implications for gender inequalities. The
